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NSF grant brings makerspace,  

collaborative opportunities to Sidney 
 

By Anne Byers, Nebraska Information Technology Commission 

 

A new makerspace grant is encouraging learning, inspiring 

creativity, and building community. The University of Ne-

braska-Lincoln received a two-year, $300,000 National Sci-

ence Foundation-funded Early-concept Grant for Explorato-

ry Research to establish an Innovation Makerspace Co-

Laboratory in Sidney.   

 

Technology, including a telepresence robot and 3D virtual 

reality, will connect the makerspace in Sidney with experts 

at the Nebraska Innovation Studio in Lincoln. The mak-

erspace co-laboratory in Sidney will serve as a model for 

other communities interested in establishing makerspaces 

and collaborating with the Nebraska Innovation Studio. 

 

“This grant will help Sidney develop an entrepreneurial cul-
ture by providing opportunities to co-learn and network and 
help us learn differently,” said Connie Hancock, community 
vitality extension educator. “The creativity and the innova-
tion is going to explode.” 
 
The use of technology to facilitate learning is a unique as-

pect of the grant. Wi-Fi connected telepresence robots will 

enable experts at the Nebraska Innovation Studio to virtual-
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ly move around the Sidney site, and to see, hear, and 

coach learners in Sidney.  The use of 3D virtual reality will 

also enable learners in Sidney and experts at Nebraska 

Innovation Studio to collaboratively design objects. The 

project will examine how learning is happening in these 

spaces. 

 

“Learning in a maker environment is different than learning 

in a school environment,” said Brad Barker, professor and  

4-H youth development specialist who is leading the  

project. “Students won’t all make keychains. They can 

choose what they want to make and follow their own inter-

ests. Freedom of choice combined with being able to take a 

deep dive and spend as much time as they want in the 

space will change the learning experience. If students are 

interested, it will be easier for them to stick with the learning 

process.” 

 

The maker learner environment may also encourage more 

youth, including girls, to pursue STEM careers. “This is 

great opportunity for females to pursue what they are inter-

ested in,” said Barker.   

 

As the core team has been meeting with potential trainers 

and potential users, the school and library boards, county 

commissioners, and other stakeholders in Sidney, the 

response has been positive.   

 

“We are working to help the community to understand the 

potential of having permanent makerspace in community,” 

said Hancock. “Community involvement is the key to the 

success of a makerspace. We need people to be trainers, 

marketers, champions and participants. We are building a 

foundation of openness inclusiveness and sustainability. 

This can’t be based on one person. We need the communi-

ty as a whole to be involved.”  

 

Equipment is being purchased. Team members at the Ne-

braska Innovation Studio will calibrate the equipment and 

will develop training materials. Sometime in October volun-

teers from Sidney will go to Innovation Studio to be trained 

to be trainers. Equipment is expected to be delivered to the 

Sidney Public Library in November. 4-H will develop curric-

ulum for youth which includes using the pieces of equip-

ment and the process of design. 

 

In order to strengthen community building and collabora-

tion, the grant will include community projects. Initial pro-

jects will focus on learning how to use the equipment and 

creating tinkering spaces for the Sidney makerspace. Grant 

partners are talking to community organizations to identify a 

larger collaborative project.  

 

The grant will also strengthen economic development op-

portunities. “Having access to a co-learning space is defi-

nitely going to inspire people as they create and refine pro-

totypes and support their entrepreneurial mindset.” said 

Hancock. “This will move people to the next level of eco-

nomic opportunity in ways that they would not have had 

otherwise. Once you have reinforcement from a network of 

people, it gets you thinking you can do something, that you 

can start a business, in a way that you would not have had 

by yourself.” 

 

For more information, contact Brad Barker, Professor, 4-H 

Youth Development, 402-472-9008, bbarker1@unl.edu or 

Connie Hancock, Community Vitality Initiative Educator, 

Nebraska Extension, 308–254-4455, chancock1@unl.edu. 

 
 

Learning in a maker environment is  

different than learning in a school environ-

ment, Students won’t all make keychains. 

They can choose what they want to make 

and follow their own interests. Freedom of 

choice combined with being able to take a 

deep dive and spend as much time as 

they want in the space will change the 

learning experience. If students are  

interested, it will be easier for them to 

stick with the learning process.” 

 
—Brad Barker, 
Professor and 4-H Youth Development Specialist, University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln 
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By Bob Wilhelm, Office of the CIO, State of Nebraska 

The First Responder Network Authority or FirstNet began 

its Nebraska journey in 2013 where it was met by our first 

responder community with a healthy amount of skepticism 

that it would ever come to fruition. At the same time our 

responders realized that a system of this nature could offer 

interoperability opportunities and capabilities they currently 

did not have but desperately wanted.  

Since that time outreach and educational efforts have oc-

curred in Nebraska, not only about FirstNet, but about the 

benefits and the applications of broadband for public safety 

agencies and the citizens they serve.  Part of the education 

effort sought to show that although FirstNet emerged as a 

Federal project that it had been lobbied for by public safety 

practitioners for over a decade. National and State Associa-

tions of all the public safety disciplines supported the con-

cept of FirstNet. The National Association of County Offi-

cials, the League of Municipalities, APCO/NENA (public 

safety communications centers/9-1-1) and many more sup-

ported the idea behind FirstNet and lobbied congress for its 

creation. 

The capabilities offered by broadband networks have 

helped gather support for FirstNet as well. The ability to 

send telemetry from a 12 lead EKG from the home of a pa-

tient to a receiving cardiac care facility that can identify a 

deadly STEMI has a time and lifesaving impact on patients. 

Providing law enforcement the ability to send and receive 

images and videos of an event to enhance situational 

awareness while responding to an incident can improve the 

safety of both responders and the public. The ability to do 

all these things and more without having to compete with 

the general public’s use and consumption of this scarce 

bandwidth spectrum on a network solely dedicated to first 

responders has changed how FirstNet is now being viewed 

by many. 

Nebraska participated in a statewide consultation and data 

collection process for the purpose of informing FirstNet 

about the needs and coverage priorities Nebraska respond-

ers had for a FirstNet Network. Those efforts resulted in 

FirstNet issuing an RFP to select a partner who would plan, 

design and buildout the Network across the nation. In the 

spring of 2017 FirstNet selected AT&T as that partner, and 

in June the draft of the State Plan for Nebraska was re-

leased.  

Nebraska completed a thorough analysis to review and as-

sess Nebraska’s State Plan and compare what the plan 

said it would deliver against the priorities and needs that 

Nebraska had told FirstNet that we needed.  As a result of 

the review of the state plan Nebraska submitted seventy-

three comments to FirstNet/AT&T that identified issues, 

concerns and questions about the plan. In August of 2017 

the findings of this review were presented to the Nebraska 

Public Safety Broadband Working Group, which is the gov-

ernance body over FirstNet in our state. After reviewing the 

information the Working Group recommended that Ed Ton-

er, Nebraska’s Single Point of Contact for FirstNet, inform 

Governor Ricketts that the Working Group recommended 

that Nebraska opt-in and accept the State Plan FirstNet 

and AT&T had delivered. On August 23,
 
Governor Ricketts 

notified FirstNet that Nebraska would opt-in and accept the 

state plan. 

Now what? FirstNet/AT&T will now begin their work in Ne-

FirstNet, AT&T begin work in Nebraska; Verizon may compete  

States and Territories Opting into FirstNet 

States opting in as 

of Sept. 18 are 

shown in green. 
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braska by responding to the comments we submitted, iden-

tifying and forming partnerships with Nebraska broadband 

providers, building or leasing infrastructure assets and 

reaching out to public safety agencies to provide them with 

information about services, coverage and costs so that 

these agencies can decide if subscribing to FirstNet/AT&T 

is beneficial to them.  

As FirstNet/AT&T begin their work, Verizon has said that 

they will be moving forward to compete with FirstNet/AT&T 

with a dedicated network and opportunities just for first re-

sponder customers.    

How these competing networks will play out is uncertain, 

but generally competition is viewed as good. Perhaps pub-

lic safety will be the big winners, because, after all, this all 

started to provide public safety with an opportunity to sub-

scribe to a broadband network that will provide nationwide 

interoperability. If that happens and it is sustainable, then 

that is a great thing! 

NITC COMMUNITY COUNCIL AND NEBRASKA BROADBAND INITIATIVE  

By Nebraska Public Service Commission Staff 

In August, the Nebraska Public Service Commission (PSC) 

held a hearing as part of a docket aimed at revising the Ne-

braska Universal Service Fund (NUSF) methodology.  The 

NUSF methodology is the means by which the PSC col-

lects contributions that fund state universal service pro-

grams.  The goal of these programs is to ensure that all 

Nebraskans have access to quality telecommunications 

and information services at affordable and comparable 

rates.   

Through the NUSF, the PSC distributes funds to eligible 

telecommunications carriers for several programs that ad-

vance the goals of universal service. The high-cost pro-

gram provides support to help ensure that the cost and 

availability of telecommunications and information services 

are reasonably comparable between rural and urban areas.  

The broadband pilot program provided grant funding to ex-

tend broadband service to unserved and underserved are-

as, while the dedicated wireless program provides funding 

to build towers in unserved and underserved areas.  The 

tele-health program provides funding to connect rural and 

critical access hospitals to urban hub hospitals, expanding 

the availability of health care services to rural communities. 

The Nebraska Telephone Assistance Program assists qual-

ifying low-income individuals with keeping telephone ser-

vices affordable by lowering monthly service rates.  All of 

these programs advance the declared policy of the state as 

outlined by the Nebraska Legislature in statute.  This policy 

includes providing access to all Nebraskans at affordable 

and comparable rates, and contains provisions outlining 

that the funding mechanisms “should be specific, predicta-

ble, sufficient, and competitively neutral to preserve and 

advance universal service.”
1
  

The current NUSF surcharge, at 6.95%, is applied to intra-

state retail telecommunications revenues. Changes in offer-

ings of telecommunications providers and shifts in custom-

er preferences have led to declines in money remitted to 

the NUSF, decreasing at a rate of about 3.9% since 2008.  

In recent years, the decrease has been more drastic, where 

remittances to the fund dropped about 12.9% annually.  

Similar declines are predicted in the new 2017/2018 fiscal 

year.  The docket that was opened proposed looking at oth-

er alternatives to the current revenue-based surcharge 

methodology, including a connections-based contribution 

mechanism, where the surcharge would be assessed to 

every assessable “connection” to the network.  Data from 

Federal Communications Commission (FCC) Form 477 

reports indicate that the number of connections as defined 

PSC docket, hearing look at revising NUSF contribution methodology 

Through the NUSF, the PSC distributes 
funds to eligible telecommunications 
carriers for several programs that  
advance the goals of universal service. 

The contribution methodology is a critical 
part of determining how much funding is 
available to support broadband buildout 
within rural Nebraska.   
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by the FCC has been much more stable over time than as-

sessable intrastate revenues.   

The process for revising the NUSF methodology is ongo-

ing, but the recent hearing included testimony on whether 

the methodology should move to a connections-based 

mechanism or remain on the current revenue-based mech-

anism.  Representatives from the PSC, cable associations, 

mobile wireless associations, and wireline providers provid-

ed testimony regarding the issue.  The first step within this 

docket, and as a result of the hearing, is to determine 

whether or not to move to a connections-based methodolo-

gy.  If a connections-based methodology is selected, the 

specific definition of a connection must be determined, and 

subsequent steps would likely include determining the actu-

al methodology used to assess connections, and the over-

all budget of the NUSF.   

The contribution methodology is a critical part of determin-
ing how much funding is available to support broadband 
buildout within rural Nebraska.  While there are still many 
steps that need to be completed in the contribution-reform 
process, significant progress is being made towards ensur-
ing that a predictable and sufficient mechanism is in place 
to continue the goals of universal service in Nebraska.   

1Nebraska Revised Statutes – Chapter 86, Section 323, Legisla-
ture; declaration of policy 
 

Here are  highlights from several new reports on broadband 
availability, speed, and adoption. 
 

78% of Nebraska households subscribe 

to fixed or mobile broadband 

Approximately 78% of Nebraska households subscribed to 
either fixed or mobile broadband internet service in 2015.  
In comparison, 76.7% of households in the U.S had either a 
fixed or mobile broadband subscription according to a new 
American Community Survey report from the U.S. Census 
Bureau. New Hampshire had the highest broadband sub-
scription rate at 84.5%.  Mississippi had the lowest rate at 
61.0%. The table below shows the subscription rates for 
Nebraska, neighboring states, and the United States. 

 

The report also examined “high connectivity” households—

households with a desktop or laptop, a handheld computer 

or smart phone, and a broadband internet subscription—

and “hand-held only” households—households with a 

handheld computer or smart phone and a broadband inter-

net subscription. Overall, 62% of households in the U.S. 

were highly connected. Eight percent of households head-

ed by someone aged 15 to 34 were hand-held only house-

holds. Black, Hispanic, and low-income households were 

also more likely to be hand-held only households. 

New reports examine broadband availability, speed, and adoption 

Geographical Area % of Households with Broad-
band  Subscriptions: 2015 

Colorado 83.0% 

Nebraska 78.1% 

Wyoming 77.8% 

UNITED STATES 76.7% 

Kansas 76.2% 

South Dakota 75.3% 

Iowa 75.0% 

Missouri 73.3% 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2017/acs/acs-37.pdf
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Omaha has faster fixed broadband than Lincoln; 

Lincoln has faster mobile broadband 

A new report from Ookla using data from speedtest.net 

found that the average fixed broadband speed during the 

first two quarters in 2017 was 64.17 Mbps and the average 

mobile download speed was 22.69 Mbps.  Both Omaha 

and Lincoln had average fixed broadband download 

speeds below the U.S. average. Omaha’s average down-

load speed was 57.82 Mbps with Cox ranking as the fastest 

ISP.  Lincoln’s average download speed was 53.71 Mbps 

with Allo as the fastest ISP.   

Lincoln’s average mobile download speed of 24.1 Mbps put 

Lincoln ahead of the U.S. average of 22.69 Mbps. Omaha’s 

average mobile download speed of 20.38 Mbps was below 

the U.S. average.  

 

 
Brookings report ranks Omaha 79th  
in broadband subscription, availability 
 
A new report from the Brookings Metropolitan Policy Pro-
gram examines broadband availability and subscription 
rates in America’s 100 largest metropolitan areas. The re-
port finds that nearly every large metro area includes neigh-
borhoods with subscription rates below 40 percent. Geog-
raphy and income levels are the two greatest drivers of 
broadband subscription gaps with lower-density, more agri-

culturally focused regions and neighborhoods with lower 
incomes and lower educational attainment levels lagging 
behind.  
 
The report ranked Omaha 79

th
 in broadband availability and 

subscription among the 100 largest metropolitan areas. 
Omaha ranked above many Midwestern metropolitan are-
as, including Wichita, St. Louis, Madison, Kansas City, Des 
Moines, Oklahoma City and Tulsa. The interactive map 
shows that availability is an issue for the rural areas on the 
outskirts of the Omaha metropolitan area, but that adoption 
is an issue in many Omaha neighborhoods with a poverty 
rate above 20%.  
 
Explore the data and report at http://brook.gs/2ww3Ma5 
 
  

89% of Americans can get broadband at 25 Mbps  

A report from USTelecom using mid-2016 FCC data found 
that 89% of Americans could get broadband at 25 Mbps 
down and 3 Mbps up.  Broadband of 100 Mbps down and 
10 Mbps up was available to 68% of Americans, and 9% 
had 1 gigabit per second service available.   

Comparing the mid-2016 data from the USTelecom report 

with mid-2014 data from the federal broadband map 

(broadbandmap.gov), we can see an increase in availability 

at 25 Mbps, 50 Mbps down, 100 Mbps down, and 1 gigabit 

per second down. There are no improvements in availability 

at the lowest speed tiers, however.  See the table below: 

 

*USTelecom also included minimum upload speeds in their analysis. 

 

 

Mobile Broadband 

Location 
  

Download Upload Fastest ISP 

Lincoln 24.1 9.13 Verizon Wireless 

U.S 22.697 8.51 T-Mobile 

Omaha 20.38 8.32 T-Mobile 

Speed Mid-2014 Broad-
bandmap.gov 

Mid-2016 
USTelecom* 

3 Mbps download 95% 95% 

10 Mbps down 93% 93% 

25 Mbps down 85% 89% 

50 Mbps down 83% 88% 

100 Mbps down 65% 68% 

1 gigabit per sec-
ond 

8% 9% 

Fixed Broadband 

Location 
  

Download Upload Fastest ISP 

U.S 64.17 22.79 XFINITY 

Omaha 57.82 17.78 Cox 

Lincoln 53.71 24.15 Allo 

http://www.speedtest.net/reports/united-states/
http://speedtest.net
http://brook.gs/2ww3Ma5
https://www.ustelecom.org/sites/default/files/US%20Broadband%20Availability%20Mid-2016%20formatted.pdf


 

 

PAGE 7 

NITC COMMUNITY COUNCIL AND NEBRASKA BROADBAND INITIATIVE  

Nebraska Broadband  

Upcoming Meetings 
 
NITC Community Council—
Wednesday, Oct. 4, Varner Hall-- 
Videoconferencing Room, 3835 
Holdrege, Lincoln from 1:30 p.m. to 
4:00 p.m. CT 
 

NITC eHealth Council—Thursday, Oct. 12, Varner Hall—
Board Room, 3835 Holdrege, Lincoln from 9:30 a.m. to 
noon CT. 
 
NITC—Thursday, location TBA, November 9 from 10:00 
a.m. to noon CT. 
 
For more information on meetings, please go to the NITC 
website at nitc.nebraska.gov. 
 

Make plans to attend Nebraska’s  
premier broadband conference  
 

Nebraska’s premier conference on broadband availability, 
adoption and broadband-related development will be held  
Oct. 26, 2017 at the Cornhusker Marriott Hotel in Lincoln.  
 
Nebraska Broadband Today! will bring together economic 

developers, community leaders, telecommunications pro-

viders, and others to better understand how communities 

and telecommunications providers can work together. 

 

A series of sessions on Broadband 101, 102, and 103 will 
help participants: 

  Increase understanding and awareness of broadband 
policies and their impact on broadband deployment as 
well. 

 Increase knowledge and understanding of how to find 

solutions and advocate for your community/business/

community anchor institutions. 

 

Other sessions will cover the recruitment of the Facebook 

data center to Sarpy County, student equity of access, and 

makerspaces in public libraries.  

 

Visit www.NTAOnline.net to view the agenda and to  

register. 

 

The conference is sponsored by the Nebraska Telecommu-

nications Association in partnership with the Nebraska 

Broadband Initiative.  

Broadband Nebraska is produced by the NITC Community Council 
in partnership with the Nebraska Broadband Initiative. To subscribe  go 
to: http://nitc.ne.gov/news/community/index.html  

The Nebraska Information Technology Commission 
(NITC) Community Council (nitc.ne.gov) promotes 
the adoption and utilization of broadband technologies 
in Nebraska and provides recommendations to the 
NITC.  
Twitter: @NITCcommunity1 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/NITCcommunity/  

The Nebraska Broadband Initiative 
(broadband.nebraska.gov) promotes the adoption and 
utilization of broadband in Nebraska. Project partners 
include the Nebraska Public Service Commission, 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Nebraska Information 
Technology Commission, Nebraska Department of 
Economic Development, and AIM.  

 

http://nitc.nebraska.gov
http://www.NTAOnline.net
http://nitc.ne.gov/news/community/index.html
https://www.facebook.com/NITCcommunity/
http://broadband.nebraska.gov
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On July 27, 2015, the Nebraska Information Technology 
Commission was awarded a $2.7 million Advance Interop-
erable Health IT Services to Support Health Information 
Exchange (HIE) cooperative agreement (Grant Number 
90IX0008) from the Office of the National Coordinator for 
Health Information Technology to support the adoption of 
health IT, the exchange of health information, and the in-
teroperability of health information technology. Partners 
in the two-year grant included the Nebraska Health Infor-
mation Initiative (NeHII) and the University of Nebraska 
Medical Center (UNMC).  
 

The grant supported the adoption of health information 
exchange through NeHII in 47 facilities and health sys-
tems—including 21 Critical Access Hospitals (CAHs)—in 31 
counties in Nebraska and in Montgomery County, Iowa. 
Through the grant, the number of hospitals and providers 
sharing data with NeHII increased from 28 to 53.  Over 700 
providers and clinical staff were added as users.  New 

functionality implemented included population health an-
alytics, the use of C-CDA exchange to provide information 
to NeHII, and an HIE to HIE gateway with the Missouri 
Health Exchange.  Two Critical Access Hospitals were also 
successfully implemented to share syndromic surveillance 
data with the State’s syndromic surveillance system. 
  

The grant also helped health care facilities integrate health 
information technology into their workflow. UNMC provid-
ed assistance in workflow integration to facilities partici-
pating in two rural communities selected as integrated 
communities. Lessons learned are being shared through 
use case-based training modules. UNMC partners also 
worked with NeHII to demonstrate the ability to utilize 
NeHII to conduct research.  
 

The map below shows the implementations funded 
through this grant. 

Nebraska Broadband 

Grant supports adoption of health information exchange in 31 counties 


